In this chapter I intend to raise the issue of how to examine critically the art made by black British practitioners -and also to celebrate it. My approach will be to consider notions of 'art' and 'media' as both interrelated and yet distinct and then to analyse some of the far-reaching implications of this position. The following discussion sets out what I think is at stake here. It aims to make clear why a focus on the art-media nexus should come to be so significant in the arena of contemporary debates in Britain on postcolonialism. It asks: why have certain artists and artworks been identified so closely with the concepts of media and postcolonialism? What have been the consequences for art production and display and for the ideals germane to the liberal arena of art-making? How has the writing of art criticism and the historiography of art changed? How have the changes affected all those artists who reject the status of 'the derivative and provincial' in favour of creative authorship and metropolitan or national belonging? Currently, contemporary artists of many different ethnic and creative backgrounds are working on aesthetic and philosophical projects that entail the critical questioning of pre-formulated models of cultural practice. It is therefore important to appreciate why those artists specifically described as 'black' or 'postcolonial' are finding that current focus on art as media is becoming another aspect of their struggle.
show that art and media are simultaneously entwined and separable. The exhibition explored the relationship between the interests of certain artists, grouped together for the purpose of this display, and certain images drawn from films. It included clips of sequences from popular film titles, and the advertising posters that promoted them when they were first released during the 1950s and 1960s in cinemas across the anglophone world. The 'exhibition identity' for the purposes of marketing was an adaptation of the original poster used for the distribution in the USA of the film Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956). In the style of a movie billing, it listed the names of its 12 artists and three curators against a blood-orange ground on which an aquatint of two figures, a startled couple dressed in 1950s fashion, are shown fleeing crowds of crazed pursuers.
'Alien Nation' collected examples of film art in order to take a critical stance on the contribution of image-making to the ways in which outsiders, aliens and racial others have been imagined. By tackling the proximity of visual culture to everyday practices of social and cultural alienation, it offered a transparently provocative case for asking about the historical roots of present-day global fear and insecurity. The exhibition drew together diverse strands of the filmic and the 'foreign', the visual and the spectral, including sculpture, photography, painting and multimedia installation. As the exhibition's curators explained, the artists had 'adopted the figure of the extraterrestrial and the alien(ated) landscape in order to comment upon the fantasies, fears and desires that lie, barely suppressed, beneath the surface of contemporary culture and society' (Gill and Tawadros 2006: 11).
To employ a cinematic metaphor, from this perspective the exhibition was like a sudden judder out of the comfy seats from which western subjects have watched ethnic and racial differencing move across the silver screen. It was designed as if to have audiences spilling the fizzy drinks of critical reflection onto the velour cushions of a hegemonically constructed visual culture. The exhibition certainly helped me to think through some of the implications of twentieth-century narratives and pictorial traditions of differencing and the way they have evolved into the twenty-first century.
To understand the circumstances which produced the staging of Alien Nation it is helpful to recall recent history and how a wide variety of commentators, artists, archivists, curators, promoters and arts organizers in Britain came to view 'art' and 'media' as occupying identical spheres of attention. The attempt to conflate these two otherwise distinct categories of cultural practice first came about in the 1980s as part of the overall effort to establish and 'make visible' a community of black British artists who had been restricted to the margins of British public memory. The discipline of history of art largely continued to neglect such artists and relegate them to its footnotes. But the adjacent fields of museum and gallery curating and the emerging disciplines of cultural and media studies were beginning to work with models of cultural representation that would break with the dominant mechanistic and official language of 'ethnic minority arts'. Curators and scholars who adopted these models were able to exert particular influence on national organizations such as the Arts Council of England, as well as local galleries. Meanwhile, many black British artists began to engage with an interpretation of art as media, specifically reflecting on the notion of 'art as text'. This helped them to articulate a rationale for their practices and to affirm their value as the products of complex histories of migration, settlement, exclusion and resistance. As a spate of exhibitions attested, artists, arts organizers, theorists and critics alike energetically grasped the potential of grouping together and defining themselves with a 'black', and subsequently, a 'diaspora' identity. 2 The explicit linking of creativity with theories of textuality was strikingly encapsulated in new concepts such as 're-presentation'. Deliberately hyphenated, this notion announced the processual nature of media practices through an analogy to language. As the cultural critic Stuart Hall put it:
Re-presentation is a very different notion from that of reflection. It implies the active work of selecting and presenting, of structuring and shaping; not merely the transmitting of an already-existing meaning, but more the active labour of making things mean. (Hall 1982: 64) By the end of the 1980s, the approach to visual analysis opened up by models of 're-presentation' was entering the narratives and theoretical explanations proposed for much of what black British artists put on public display. It contributed to their political mobilization as a group by defining their experiences of marginalization and exclusion from the environment of contemporary art at large. It emphasized a style of thinking, combined with a new interest in linguistics, whereby art making and display offered a 'site' for the 'making of meaning'. As Kobena Mercer put it in 1994:
The philosophy of language…provides an analytical vocabulary which can be re-used for 'making sense' of the struggles of the sign inscribed in the artistic text of the black diaspora. (Mercer 1994: 254) Such textual and linguistic perspectives drawn from cultural and media studies came to predominate in the ways visual phenomena and black/diasporic identities were theoretically examined as well as how they were promoted in galleries and other public art spaces. Embracing the new politics of identity, first-and second-generation African, Asian and Caribbean artists in Britain made the connection with a notion of art as eminently 'readable' and thereby approached their own work in much the same way as a cultural theorist would approach media texts. It was this development which served to encourage a new public awareness of their art as a significant cultural presence -one that was based on experiences of cultural differencing, exclusion and diaspora rooted in a British context. It provided a critical apparatus that became both an organizing principle of black art practice and the preferred grounds on which to organize its patronage, inform its reception and structure its historiography.
It is from this foundational cultural studies perspective that I want now to look in more detail at the exhibition 'Alien Nation'. The exhibition's choice of artists and works for display showed ample evidence that the emphasis on notions of art-as-media and art as a site of 're-presentation' had been carried over into the twenty-first century. Much of the art included uses of 'found objects': manufactured or mass-distributed items which are combined or adapted in order to construct novel meanings and associations. For example, the memorable works of assemblage or installation by the sculptor Hew Locke serve to 're-present' elements such as mass-produced plastic toys, dolls and animals, artificial flowers, beads and decorations. These become the surface decoration for large objects that resemble bulky flying vessels, a fleet of battleships or spaceships entitled Golden Horde (Figure 1) , in reference to the Mongol forces that dominated much of Central Asia during the mid-thirteenth to fourteenth centuries. This connotation is lent weight by the assortment of children's toy weapons and the polished plastic armour that provides a shell or carapace for Locke's series of sculptures, suggesting a battalion prepared for victorious attack, armed to the teeth with harmless machine-guns. All gluegunned into place, the result is a 'making of meaning' from disparate materials, a six-piece fleet of spacecraft manned by luminous reptiles and dirty-faced dolls.
Figure 1 Golden Horde, by Hew Locke
Locke grew up in Guyana, South America, and settled in Britain in his late teens where he began a career as an artist. Focusing on sculpture, his works were on a large scale but often in temporary or vulnerable forms. At London's Brunei Gallery, at East International, Norwich, and more prominently at the entrance hall of the Victoria and Albert Museum, he worked with cardboard and black-and-white poster paint to create shapes that were specific to their venues. 3 Built on wooden frames that are clearly visible from their basic supports, these sprawled out and appeared to sail across the floors of these various spaces, seeming to push apart columns as they went. By contrast Locke's Golden Horde was constructed on narrow upright pedestals, elevated as if to suggest flight, and appearing to hover against the gallery floors and walls. Locke's early work drew attention to a history of transport and travel, and considered the role of ships as facilitating communication across the Atlantic Ocean. The rationale for this focus was explained by exhibition curators who made much of the fact of his upbringing in Guyana, a country deeply implicated in the history of plantation slavery. These ship shapes were emblazoned with the single word 'EXPORT', as if to indicate the human cargo vessels that forcibly transported Africans to the Americas, and also made reference to the production of goods such as sugar, cocoa, tobacco and cotton, carried on the Atlantic for consumption in the European and metropolitan market. Locke's contribution to the 'Alien Nation' exhibition allowed visitors to draw on their knowledge of this earlier work, while also interpreting the hulking cardboard vessels of Golden Horde in present-day terms of the hightech ships sent to protect trade or threaten military invasion and territorial expansion.
The elements of retelling and appropriation and the notion of artworks as readable references to one another that featured in Locke's pieces also appeared in another made-for-the-moment work, a painting 
Issues of 'difference' and 'diversity' in diasporic art
In exploring and commenting on the 'outsider' motif, whether by referencing the folkloric or the world of science fiction, 'Alien Nation' served to highlight recent developments in the uses of the terms 'cultural difference', 'national community' and the 'exotic'. These terms have become central to the demands for radical change in the arts first championed by critical commentators and artists who had tired of marginality, racial exclusion and 'invisibility'. But therein lies a true Tale of the Unexpected for our times. Those same demands are also becoming part of the very processes whereby techniques of alienation are being reproduced. As the artist, curator and writer Olu Oguibe explains:
At the turn of the twenty-first century, the struggle that non-Western contemporary artists face on the global stage is not Western resistance to difference, as might have been the case in decades past; their most formidable obstacle is Western obsession with an insistence on difference. As some have already pointed out, it is not that any would want to disavow difference, for we are all different one way or another, after all. The point is that this fact of being ought not to constitute the crippling predicament that it does for all who have no definite ancestry in Europe Exhibitions such as 'Alien Nation' serve to reveal some of the operational language and the complexities of Britain's current politics of multiculturalism. In arts programming and the art market appetites have lately sharpened for ethnic, racial and cultural 'difference and diversity'. It appears then as if the pleas for inclusion from those who were at the traditional margins of mainstream art history have finally been heard. These market-led developments have put artists under increasing pressure to provide an explicit codification of accepted forms of difference in their practice. The artist and researcher Sonya Dyer has described in her report on 'artistic autonomy' for the campaign group, the Manifesto Club, 'the unhealthy pressure on artists and curators from non-white backgrounds to privilege their racial background above all else in relation to their practice'. 7 This raises a serious concern that apparently radical terms of cultural analysis have achieved a popular currency without thereby achieving any real substantive change.
However, in the case of 'Alien Nation', I would argue that the exhibition transcended the need to privilege the 'racial background' that Dyer refers to. The goal of the exhibition was more about calling upon artists themselves to present a visual commentary on the legacies of exclusion and marginalization in the hegemonic spaces of art and film. Artists were not required to foreground or embody 'race' so much as to highlight and undermine the racism implicit or explicit in popular imagery. Yet although this stance is to be preferred over the more obviously market-led version, could Alien Nation still be considered just another, if not so intense, 'unhealthy pressure' on artists? I would answer this question by looking at whether black British artists are also exhibited in ways that succeed in decoupling them from the terms of both racism and 'race'. Such exhibitions are unfortunately rare in comparison to the abundant opportunities available to signify cultural or diasporic 'difference'. 
Concluding remarks
One approach to the dilemma might be to develop a new, vital role for cultural studies which attempts to understand more clearly how and why artists could positively transcend a reading of their art as only a medium for cultural and ethnic differencing or as merely a visual litany of 'diversity'. What is the sovereign place of art in the otherwise overdetermined landscapes of visual meaning that the artists in 'Alien Nation' inhabit? An answer can be traced through the exhibition's puzzle of elements, from Manhattan to Morecambe Bay and the dark side of Saturn. 'Alien Nation' provided a complex visual presence that seized on irony in order to turn current demands for 'alien' art on their head. Locke's series of sculptural pieces Golden Horde invites a humorous challenge to current fears about organized 'incursions' from the East. Ybarra takes the same tone, indicating how to undermine science-fiction xeno-types and stereotypes through camp images. Newkirk locates a kind of group paranoia generated within orderly domesticity and again, makes references to science fiction; while Henna Nadeem's photographic works explore how practices of national nostalgia might be confronted with an 'outsider' defamiliarized transparency. Each of these artists operates in a common mediascape which helps to circulate hierarchical terms of difference. Yet they borrow, represent and articulate visual meaning with a view to resisting those dominant codifications, aiming to 'making sense' in contrary ways.
There is still room to ask however to what extent these artworks fully succeed in their intentions of staging or prompting resistance to dominant imagery, and whether the intended ironies of the exhibition are enough to sustain its overall critical purpose. Winner of the 2003 Turner Prize, artist Grayson Perry has indicated that: 'There seems to be a very new Labour idea that if we rigorously ensure a numerically fair proportion of BME (black or minority ethnic) practitioners, then that will automatically facilitate social justice in wider society. Hmm' (2007: 16). His suggestion is that the multicultural 'mainstreaming' of attention to art is not the same as more widely-reaching social, political and economic change. This assessment is similar to Martha Rosler's description of the situation in the USA during the 1990s, of 'an art world version of multiculturalism (and where more appropriately situated than in the realm of culture?), necessary but sometimes painfully formulaic, which produces a shadow constellation of the identities of the wider society but without the income spread'. 8 These observations on the limited effects, both within and beyond the arts, of initiatives of social equality and cultural inclusion suggest that the critical use of vocabularies of diaspora, difference, postcolonialism and blackness have not fulfilled the ambitions of historically alienated artists. Indeed, considering how black British artists have negotiated these categories, much stands in the way of them finding the place they seek in the art mainstream.
It might be argued that the participation of black British artists in the contemporary art environment can never be guaranteed by the contribution of cultural and media theory. Indeed, this would explain why despite the energetic insistence on the value of paradigms of art as media and 'cultural text', black British artists have remained frustrated in their ambitions. The historian of philosophy Martin Dillon has named the indiscriminate use of such paradigms 'semiological reductionism', a conceptual apparatus whose ascendancy has brought regrettable outcomes. As he provocatively suggests, 'One way not to see the world is to read it as text' (Dillon 1995: 104). By coupling the area of visual art with the categories of ethnicity and difference (such as in concerns with 'blackness', or accounts of 'diaspora' consciousness), the continuing investment in reading the world as text has become deeply problematic. I therefore suggest that a more promising approach to resistance would be the emergence of alternative ways of relating to works of art. We need those works to be encountered as greater than a visible illustration of 'issues' for market promotion or for postcolonial study. So how might we apprehend the art of black Britain beyond its troubled significance as a medium of cultural significance and a visual token of cultural inclusion? 
